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Two weeks after the Supreme Court decision upholding the conviction of retired Gen. Manuel
Contreras and Gen. Pedro Espinoza for plotting the 1976 assassination of Orlando Letelier and
Ronni Moffit, the two generals have so far avoided arrest and transfer to prison. However, despite
legal appeals, claims of illness, and a thwarted plea by Contreras for asylum at an army base near
his southern Chile ranch, it appears that their options may be running out. On May 30, the Supreme
Court upheld the lower court conviction of Contreras, head of the feared secret service (Direccion
de Inteligencia Nacional, DINA) during the military dictatorship, and his second-in-command
Espinoza (see NotiSur, 06/02/95).
In 1993, the two were found guilty of ordering the 1975 assassination of Letelier, who served
as foreign minister and ambassador to the US during the administration of Salvador Allende
(1970-1973). Killed along with Letelier when the car in which they were riding blew up on a street
in Washington DC was his US assistant Ronni Moffit. Contreras was sentenced to seven years and
Espinoza to six. When Contreras received word of the Supreme Court decision, he vowed "not to
spend one day in jail," and hinted that he had the backing of important sectors of the armed forces,
including former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973- 1990), who still heads the Chilean army.
The government insisted that it would use force if necessary to carry out the Supreme Court
decision, which is not open to appeal. "Gen. Contreras is no longer Gen. Contreras," said Interior
Minister Carlos Figueroa. "He is now an ordinary citizen sentenced to seven years in jail for
planning a homicide. It is the duty of the police to carry out court rulings, even if that involves
force." Nevertheless, both Contreras and Espinoza filed court motions, including one to have
the sentence reduced. On June 6, the Court agreed to reduce both sentences by one year, in
consideration for time spent in the Military Hospital in Santiago in 1978 when the US was fighting
unsuccessfully to have the two extradited. All other legal motions were denied and the Court issued
arrest warrants on June 13. Earlier, on June 11, Contreras left his heavily guarded ranch in Fresia,
near Puerto Montt in southern Chile, and went to the nearby Sangra military base, where he spent
11 hours, causing speculation that he would seek asylum at the military base before police could
arrive with an arrest order.
Government officials interpreted Contreras's move as an attempt to force a crisis between the
government and the military. Sources linked to the case said the army asked Contreras to leave the
Sangra base after the government warned that allowing Contreras to stay could be construed as
an unwillingness by the military to submit to legitimate civilian authority. "The only thing clear is
that a judicial decision will be obeyed and respected," said President Eduardo Frei shortly before
Contreras was escorted from the barracks. As the twists and turns in the case continued, on June 13
Contreras entered a naval hospital in Talcahuano, 440 km south of Santiago, supposedly suffering
from stress and high blood pressure. Contreras also has had two operations for colon cancer. "Mr.
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Contreras's movements are causing public uneasiness," President Eduardo Frei said in statement to
the nation, in which he promised the general would serve his sentence. As a result of public concern,
however, Frei canceled a trip to Brazil, where he was scheduled to participate in trade talks with
members of the Southern Cone Common Market (Mercosur).
Meanwhile, Espinoza's lawyers claimed he was suffering from depression and might also be
transferred to a military hospital. As Contreras continued his delaying tactics and as the military
apparently granted him concessions, the patience of legislators of all political stripes seemed to
be running out. "It damages Chile's international image severely because it makes us look like a
banana republic in which a convicted prisoner, sentenced for homicide, feels free to pick up the
phone and ask for temporary asylum in a military base, which is then granted to him," said Jorge
Schaulson of the Partido por La Democracia. Despite much speculation that the army would back
Contreras's defiant stance, military officials indicated that the armed forces would not block the
imposition of the sentence. "The army will respect the ruling," said Defense Minister Edmundo
Perez Yoma after a meeting with Pinochet.
Although Pinochet said the army would respect the Court decision, he also called the decision unfair
and complained bitterly about a note sent to President Frei by US President Bill Clinton expressing
satisfaction at the Supreme Court decision. "I never accepted the Americans coming here and
meddling in our affairs," said Pinochet, who came to power in a 1973 coup with help from the CIA.
"My country is not a colony, and I reject Mr. Clinton's congratulations." However, some analysts
are convinced that Pinochet's "acceptance" of the sentence of Contreras is evidence of a deal by
which Pinochet will not oppose the imprisonment of his former confidant in exchange for an end to
military trials.
Three days after the Supreme Court decision, a bill was introduced by opposition senator Sabastian
Pinera and supported by Monica Madariaga, justice minister under Pinochet, proposing a new
amnesty decree. Madariaga was responsible for drafting the decree issued by Pinochet before he
stepped down that absolved the military of responsibility for political crimes committed between
1973 and 1978. The decree specifically excluded those responsible for the Letelier assassination. The
Pinera proposal would extend the period covered by the amnesty to March 1990 when the transition
to democracy began with the presidency of Patricio Aylwin (1990-1994).
However, the government said it would not consider an extension of the amnesty. "The executive
branch is not adopting, nor is it going to adopt at this time, any political initiative dealing with
human rights violations," said the secretary general of the government Jose Joaquin Brunner.
"This is not the moment for such an initiative." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/31/95, 06/07/95;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 06/04/95, 06/08/95; Associated Press, 06/12/95; Agence France-Presse,
06/01/95, 06/02/95, 06/06/95, 06/11/95, 06/13/95, 06/14/95; Notimex, 06/02/95, 06/13/95, 06/14/95;
Reuter, 05/31/95, 06/01/95, 06/02/95, 06/05/95, 06/06/95, 06/11-15/95)
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